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Continuing Vocational Education and Training: 

A tool for promoting employment of disabled people in Europe 
 
The right to work is a fundamental right of all EU citizens. However, not all of us 
have the same opportunities to access employment.  Not all of us who coexist as 
citizens in the same geographical and cultural unit (neighbourhood, municipality, 
region, state, and so on) have the same starting point. As citizens, we do not all 
have available the same initial resources as regards financial independence, 
cultural background, physical strength or agility. Just as we do not have the same 
preferences in all the choices we make.  
 
As regards people with disabilities, in particular, providing us with all available 
knowledge and abilities is fundamental to improving access to employment, 
combating exclusion and improving social cohesion. This extends from basic 
education to opportunities within other forms of lifelong learning.  
  
There is a powerful link between education and work: without access to 
appropriate education, we are unable to gain substantial access to work. This lack 
of access fuels long-term dependence and social isolation and reinforces the 
stigmatisation of disability. 
 
In our meeting today – taking as a basis both my own life experience and my work 
with communities of people with disabilities over the last 25 years – I want to refer 
to the difficulties faced by people with disabilities in terms of our integration into 
the labour market, and to the decisive role that continuing vocational education 
and training for us and our educators can play. 
 
If we want to provide a definition in relation to disability, we find – strange as it 
might sound – that there is no common definition of disability at European level. 
The definitions and criteria vary according to the political objectives, legislation 
and administrative standards of each country.  
 
The term ‘anapiria’, meaning disability, which is used in Greece, comes from the 
Ancient Greek expression ‘ana ton piro’, that is to say, ‘with aid’.  In any event, we 
do not have an issue with the terms used by our interlocutors to define disability. 
We do, however, perceive the meaning that our interlocutors express.  
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According to the findings of research carried out in 2001 at EU level, 14.5% of the 
working-age population (between 16 and 64 years) of 14 Member States (the 
Fifteen minus Sweden) had some form of disability. In the ten newly acceded 
countries, the percentage was 25%. 
 
It has also been observed that only 42% of people with disabilities are employed 
(compared with almost 65% of people without disabilities) and 52% of us are 
economically inactive (compared with 28% of people without disabilities). These 
data therefore show us to be an untapped resource for economic growth. 
 
On the other hand, European statistics show that we are disadvantaged in the 
labour market, not because of any inadequacy on our part which could be linked 
to our disability, but as a result of a reduced access to  access education and 
training. After all, 67% of people with disabilities are fully capable of working. 
 
Difficulties with regard to our vocational training, integration and independence 
are the result of external factors as much as internal ones, that is to say, the 
disability condition itself. Every form of disability has its own characteristics and 
particular issues.  I will therefore confine myself to defining the basic factors that 
act as a barrier to successful transition to the labour market. 
 
Even if, in theory, pupils with disabilities seem to have the same educational 
choices as other pupils, in reality the education and training programmes offered 
do not always accord with their interests and needs. Moreover, vocational training 
is very often ineffective as it is not linked to labour market requirements.  
 
There are, in addition, problems related to the physical accessibility of workplaces, 
as well as access to personal and technical support. There is also no lack of 
stereotypes perceptions regarding the qualities of people with disabilities. For 
example, teachers, parents, employers and the wider social environment often 
underestimate our potential for competitive work.  
 
Meanwhile, legal frameworks covering the transition to the work place either do 
not exist or offer measures that are not sufficiently flexible.   
 
All these factors make it difficult for young people with disabilities to make the 
transition from education to employment. But in order for  the transition to be 
successful it is not enough just to make education open to all, or for it to be 
compulsory and free of charge, or to prohibit discrimination in recruitment, or to 
provide special parking spaces and seats on buses, or even to have posts 
earmarked for one section of the population or another. 
  
There is an imperative need for educational institutions that will help disabled 
young people to become economically active, by providing them with the skills 
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required in their everyday life, and by offering high-quality training in skills that 
meet social and communication requirements, as well as the expectations of adult 
life.  
 
1) In order to ensure a smoother transition from education and training to the 
workplace, young people with disabilities need to develop goals and define the 
role they want to play in society. Thus, a starting point, for planning training 
programmes must be young people’s own wishes and needs. This, however, 
requires awareness of existing opportunities and restrictions, as well as a definition 
of their skills and potential. Here the role of teachers, educators and counsellors is 
important, as they can offer suitable guidance to students with disabilities. The 
latter, in turn, can make use of this knowledge and the support offered to them by 
educators and advisers to focus their efforts properly and to increase their 
opportunities for a successful educational career and for vocational integration.  
 
It is therefore of great importance to provide the necessary resources to 
educational institutions so that this cooperation can be ensured. On the 
educators’ side, it is vital  they: 
• give students and their families the necessary time to gain a better 

understanding of their needs and wishes,  
• provide them with any information they need or direct them to the relevant 

services, 
• offer students as much encouragement as possible to discover their 

opportunities and abilities.  
 
In any case, as is the case with the general population, the personal choices of the 
pupils must always be respected. 
 
2) In addition, for disabled people to acquire the qualities necessary for work, we 
must experience real work conditions.  The aim is to promote our self-confidence 
and independence, to further our practical aspirations and, in all cases, to ensure 
future jobs. Practical training programmes in businesses during study provide the 
best opportunity, as they allow the trainees to have real contact with the labour 
market. Cooperation between educational institutions and businesses must be 
encouraged in this context. Of course, States could do more to encourage 
employers to take on people with disabilities for practical training by promoting 
formal and informal incentives for businesses (such as tax reductions and social 
recognition). As for educators, they need to promote contacts and links with 
businesses and be well-informed about market opportunities.  
 
3) It is also very important to have a suitable legislative framework, designating 
measures and actions aimed at establishing real - not just formal - equality 
between citizens in all their variety.  In other words, there must be a substantive 
policy to promote equal opportunities.  
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Today, non-governmental organisations across Europe have initiated pilot 
programmes offering supported work to people with disabilities, and providing 
help, such as work counsellors, specialised vocational education and individual 
supervision. However, such programmes have not yet been adopted as State 
policy, with the result that most people cannot benefit from the opportunities 
offered.  
 
Starting with government institutions, the Ministries, local authorities and other State 
bodies, is of strategic importance if we are to change the prevailing culture of 
exclusion that generally affects people with disabilities in our countries. 
Governments must take a leading role, by instituting measures that bring people 
with disabilities into the work force.  Information campaigns are needed to ensure 
that employers deal with  recruitment of people with disabilities in a non-
prejudiced way. ‘In order to sweep the stairs, you need to start from the top’. 
 
The European Parliament, through interinstitutional cooperation, aims to shape 
appropriate prerequisites and conditions for the creation of equal opportunities for 
people with disabilities by disseminating the disability dimension in all their actions 
and reports.  
 
The Disability Action Plan 2006-2007, adopted by the European Parliament at its 
plenary session on 30 November 2006, is a key tool in this endeavour. Parliament is 
asking the Commission and the Member States, in line with their respective 
competences, to use the Plan to promote our active participation in education, 
vocational training, e-Learning and lifelong learning, and is seeking support for the 
participation of pupils and students with disabilities in the new multiannual 
Community education and training programmes.  
 
Moreover, we in Parliament are calling on the Member States to implement the 
appropriate legal framework for integration of people with disabilities into the 
general education and training system and to adopt the necessary measures to 
improve our access to the built environment, as well as to information and 
communication technologies.  
 
Rather than creating special schools for the vocational training and education of 
people with disabilities, it is better to adapt the learning environment to the 
particular needs of pupils. Participative education must be accompanied by 
appropriate funding, specialist education staff, suitable equipment and suitable 
teaching and technical materials.  
 
At the same time, to promote equal opportunities, we in the European Parliament 
are setting up a special programme of paid practical training for people with 
disabilities from 2007.  
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To conclude, the most important thing is that we all understand a principle that, in 
my opinion, is fundamental: that disability may objectively be a barrier, impeding 
movement, learning, meeting, emotional relationships, relations with other people, 
and so on, but in no way is it a barrier to action.   
 
Many kinds of disability restrict independent action and decision-making. As a 
French artist noted, 'A person with multiple disabilities is entirely disabled. A person 
with multiple disabilities is, at the same time, entirely a person’. 
 
My life experience relating to disability over the last 46 years has taught me the 
importance of having teachers, friends and colleagues who support your choices 
and encourage the initiatives you take.  
 
Even if the prejudices about disability - and that, let's face it, still persists  - would 
theoretically have excluded me from school life, activities and the company of 
friends, I had the good fortune to be born into a open-minded and democratic 
family, where my disability – due to poliomyelitis – was never an excuse for 
avoiding school and the resulting commitments.  
 
Having, alongside the support from my family environment, the encouragement of 
my teachers, I was present in all aspects of school activities:  sports, trips, events. 
 
So when, some years later, I looked for work with a private company, I was taken 
aback by the surprise and, indeed, admiration of the employer when I sought to 
offer my services like any other employee.  
 
Subsequently, during 15 years of employment with the State Theatre of Northern 
Greece, I promoted a series of changes, mainly in relation to my colleagues' 
perception of people with disabilities. My colleagues learned to live and 
cooperate with people with disabilities. Their familiarisation was, in fact, so great 
that when, 15 years later, I explained to my colleague that I was to retire on 
grounds of disability, he anxiously asked what had happened to me. He no longer 
registered my mobility disability in our contact with each other.   
 
Later, I was employed for four and a half years by a large company that supplied 
orthopaedic articles for people with disabilities and for the next four and a half 
years was able to establish and maintain my own company in this field. In my 
decision to become an entrepreneur and to make use of my knowledge and 
experience, support from those close to me and from my employers and 
colleagues, who had never seen my disability as an obstacle to my professional 
development, again played a decisive part. 
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A confirmation of this point of view is the proposal by the President of our 
Movement, Giorgos Papandreou, to include a person with disabilities near the top 
of the Panhellenic Socialist Movement's list of candidates for the European 
Parliament.   
 
To close, I would like us to share a few musical moments.   
 
Jazz experts will certainly recognise the world-famous Belgian Roma guitarist, 
Django Reinhardt, one of the most important European jazz musicians. What is 
perhaps less well-known is that Reinhardt lost most of his fingers in an accident and 
his doctors believed that he would not be able to play music again. Fortunately for 
both him and us, he had teachers by his side who believed in his talent, did not 
see his disability as a barrier and encouraged him to continue to develop his 
talent. 
 
History teaches us that we can claim our equal coexistence as long as each of us, 
individually and collectively, believes that we can. In claiming the equal 
coexistence in which we believe, we want to have educators to support us. And 
that means you. 
 
Thank you.  
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